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The Power of the “Magic Moment”: The Long-term Effects of Marital Expectations on Child Health and Relational Outcomes
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Introduction!
Nonmarital childbearing has become increasingly common among couples in the
United States. Recent research has shown that these unwed parents and their children are
more likely to experience negative personal and familial outcomes compared to those
families in which the parents are married. These negative outcomes include lower levels of
financial stability, inconsistent paternal involvement, more behavioral problems in children,
relationship instability, lower amounts of positive parenting practices, and lower levels of
relationship satisfaction (Bronte- Tinkew, & Horowitz, 2009; Castillo, 2009; Huang, & Lee,
2008; McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2000; Osborne, Manning, & Smock, 2007; Osborne &
McLanahan, 2007).
Scholars have noted that the time shortly after the birth of a child designates a time
period when both parents are generally extremely positive about their future together and
hope to marry, with one study finding that almost 80% of unmarried parents indicating a
better than a 50/50 chance of marrying the child’s other parent in the future (McLanahan et
al., 2003). This “magic moment” shortly after the birth of a child may be a time period
when some individuals begin to formulate long-term relational and family plans with their
partner and may be a pivotal time to examine attitudes and expectations that are predictive
of the future course of individuals, couples and families.
Attitudes about marriage have been found to influence other general aspects of
relational outcomes. For example, positive general attitudes toward marriage predict
relationship status after one year among unmarried couples (Carlson, McLanahan, &
England, 2004). Hohmann-Marriott (2009) found that couples are less likely to marry if
they perceive the father’s care giving role as unimportant after the birth of a child. Taken
together, family formation attitudes and expectations found shortly after the expansion of
the family system may be an important predictor of future individual and relational
behavior. This study utilizes the Fragile Families and Child Well-being Study (McLanahan
et al., 2003) to investigate how marital expectation during that “magic moment” shortly
after the birth of a child may influence child and parenting outcomes longitudinally.

Parenting Behavior and Stress. Parental stress was assessed by averaging four items
assessing how parenting was different than expected for each parent in the second and third
waves of the study. Each parent was asked how much each of the items described their
perceptions of parenting. Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).
The items were: “How much do you agree/disagree-Being a parent is harder than I thought”
“Feel trapped by parental responsibilities” “Taking care of children is more work than
pleasure” and “Often feel tired/worn out from raising family”. Reliability statistics were low
but acceptable (α = .62).
Relationship Quality. Relationship quality was assessed in all three waves using one
item that asked, “How is your relationship with the child’s mother/father”. Responses ranged
from 1(excellent) to 5 (poor).
Controls. Several demographic variables were utilized as controls including age and
gender. Race was coded as either white (0) or other (1). Relationship status at wave two was
coded and used as a control for analyses. Options included married, romantic, and no
relationship. An item asking each participant how often they attended religious services was
coded as used as a control for religiosity.

Table 1. Results of mixed regression models predicting relationship quality.
Variable

!

The central hypothesis of this study is that expectations to marry a partner will impact
relationship quality with the partner and parenting perceptions and behavior with the child
conceived with that partner. These behaviors would in-turn effect child health outcomes.
Although past research has examined the affects of marital expectations upon the couples
themselves, no research has empirically tested if marital attitudes influence the lives of their
children. In our study we propose to establish this link. We will accomplish this by
answering the following questions:
What are the participants’ expectations about marriage?
Are the participants’ expectations affecting relationship quality?
Are the participants experiencing parental stress?
What are the health outcomes of the participants’ children?

Measures!
Marital Expectations. Marital expectations during the first wave were assessed by one
item asking each parent “What are the chances you will marry the baby’s father/mother in
the future?” Responses ranged from 1 (no chance) to 5 (certain).
Child Health. The overall health of the focal child when that child was one and three
years old was assessed by one item from the second and third waves asking, “How is the
child’s health?” Responses ranged from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent).

Results!
Correlations were first examined among all predictor variables (full results not
presented here). Correlations were all low to moderate (highest correlation = -.21
between gender and age).
Table 1 summarizes the results for the three models predicting relationship quality,
and table 2 summarizes results for three models predicting child health. Model one
includes marital expectations at baseline. Marital expectations were significantly
predictive of child health outcomes and relationship quality at waves two and three.
Specifically, lower expectations to marry the child’s other parent were significantly
predictive of lower relationship quality and health outcomes among children.
Models 2 and 3 introduced control and possible mediating variables into the model.
Model 2 introduced common demographic controls. Marital expectations continued to be
significantly associated with child health outcomes and relationship quality. Interestingly,
control variables had little association with child health outcomes at. Model 3 introduced
perceptions of parental stress and relationship quality as possible mediating variables for
child health outcomes, and couple communication as a possible mediating variable for
relationship quality.. Results found that both parenting stress (b = -.151, p < .01) and
relationship quality (b = -.045, p < .01) were significantly associated with children’s
health, and that couple communication (b=.1.215, p<.01) was significantly associated
with relationship quality. Despite these findings, none of these variables mediated the
relationship between marital expectations, relationship quality, and children’s health.
Although it is hypothesized that this may due to the statistical model utilized, and not
because of a lack of a significant association. Marital expectations at baseline were still
significantly predictive of children’s health outcomes and relationship quality at wave two
in model three.

Summary of Key Findings!

Model 3

•Marital expectations were predictive of relationship quality

b

se

b

se

Age

--

--

.003

.003

-.001

.003

•Lower expectations of marriage at “the magic moment” were predictive of
lower health outcomes among children.

Religiousity

--

--

.029

.011

.017

.011

•Parenting was associated with child health outcomes

Gender

--

--

.114

.031

.053

.032

•Relationship quality was associated with child health outcomes.

Married

--

--

-1.500

.065

-.191

.046

Not
Married

--

--

-1.237

.039

--

--

-.247**

.017

-.123**

.014

-.095**

.016

--

--

--

--

1.215

.042

Relationship Status

Marital Expectations
Couple Communication
*p<.05, **p<.01

Table 2. Results of mixed regression models predicting child health outcomes when children were one and three years old.
Variable

Present Study

Model 2
se

Participants!
The sample for this study included 6,332 parents from the Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study. Participants were unmarried at the birth of the focal child. The
sample population of participants comprised 3,166 couple pairings. The average age of
the sample was 26.16 (sd = 6.34), the average income was $19,220 (sd = 16,826). 58% of
the sample was black, 22% white, 14% other, 4% American Indian and 2% Asian.
Parents for this study were recruited from local hospitals in 20 cities shortly after the
birth of a child and followed longitudinally. Mothers were interviewed within 48 hours of
the birth of the child and fathers were interviewed shortly after. The study utilized both
baseline data and data from interviews with both parents when the focal child was one
and three years old (wave 2, wave 3).

Model 1
b

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Discussion!
As predicted, marital expectations during the “magic moment” shortly after the
birth of a child were predictive of both children’s health, and relationship quality
between partners. These findings further establish the importance of marital attitudes
and expectations to future relational and familial behavior.
Interestingly, this link persisted in both relationship quality and child health
outcomes after controlling for common demographic controls. In the case of child
health outcomes the link even continued after controlling for parenting stress and
relationship quality. In regards to relationship quality the link persisted after
controlling for couple communication. Contrary to our expectations, parenting stress
and relationship quality did not mediate the relationship between marital expectations
and child health, and couple communication did not mediate the relationship between
marital expectations and relationship quality. Although we believe that the lack of a
significant mediating relationship may be due to the statistical model that we were
using. Continued investigations of the possible mechanisms behind these
relationships are needed to fully understand how marital expectations lead to negative
or positive child outcomes via parenting or relational behavior.

b

se

b

se

b

se

Age

--

--

-.003

.003

-.004

.003

Religiosity

--

--

-.001

.010

.002

.013

Gender

--

--

.038

.073

.045

.073

Romantic

--

--

-.022

.058

-.027

.057

No
Relationship

--

--

.100

.067

.091

.066

.078**

.014

.055**

.013

.049**

.013

•Inadequate initial statistical models making it impossible to measure the
possible associations between variables and mediating variables.

Parenting
Stress

--

--

--

--

-.150**

.024

After analyzing this study, some future directions for research have become evident:

Relationship
Quality

--

--

--

--

-.045*

.015

Marital
Expectations

*p<.05, **p<.01
a reference group is married

Limitations and Future Directions!
Some limitations of this study include:

Relationship
Statusa

•The use of preexistent data limiting the researcher’s ability to measure
variables effectively.
•The presence of multiple possible confounding variables.

•The use of SEM (structural equation modeling) statistical analysis in order to
determine if couple communication mediates the relationship between marital
expectations and relationship quality, and if parental stress mediates the association
between marital expectations and child health outcomes.
•Further study looking at the effects of marital perceptions upon all aspects of
family life.

